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This article examines some of the ways graduate students engage in interactive writing in 
online university courses as a means of discussion. In particular I present data from course 
transcripts that suggest that discursive interaction in an asynchronous, text-based, online 
course may be uniquely suited to fostering higher-order thinking and social construction of 
meaning. I support this argument by considering the emergent online community and its 
participatiori structures, qualities of the interactive ivritten discourse, and means by which 
the discourse supports making meaning and higher-order thinking. Findings support 
research that suggests that loell-designed, text-based, online courses for university 
students create collaborative learning environments that enhance thinking. 
Cet article porte sur quelques-unes des façons dont les étudiants des deuxième et troisième 
cycles participent aux discussions interactives dans le cadre de cours universitaires en 
ligne. Nous y présentons des données tirées de relevés de notes et qui laissent croire que 
l'interaction discursive dans le contexte d'un cours en ligne asynchrone à base de textes 
peut s'avérer particulièrement apte à favoriser des processus mentaux de niveau élevé et la 
construction sociale de la signification. Pour appuyer ce point de vue, nous tenons compte 
de la communauté virtuelle naissante et de ses structures de participation d'une part et des 
qualités du discours interactif et des moyens par lesquels il appuie la construction de la 
signification et les processus mentaux de niveau élevé d'autre part. Les résultats viennent 
appuyer la recherche qui propose que les cours universitaires en ligne, bien conçus et à base 
de textes créent des environnements d'apprentissage collaboratif qui promeuvent la 
réflexion. 
M u c h recent research has e x a m i n e d the c o m p l e x w a y s school l e a r n i n g a n d 
soc ia l pract ices are reflected i n a n d negotiated t h r o u g h discourse (Gee & 
G r e e n , 1998; L a p a d a t , 2003; Stables, 2003; W e l l s , 2001). Gee a n d G r e e n s u m -
m a r i z e the k e y f i n d i n g s of this w o r k as s h o w i n g 
[how] opportunities for learning are constructed across time, groups, and 
events; how knowledge constructed in classrooms (and other educational set-
tings) shapes, and is shaped by, the discursive activity and social practices of 
members; [how] patterns of practice simultaneosuly [sic] support and constrain 
access to the academic content of the "off ic ial" curriculum; and how opportuni-
ties for learning are influenced by the actions of actors beyond classroom set-
tings, (p. 119) 
Judith Lapadat, Northwest Regional Chair and professor of education, publishes in both 
scholarly and literary realms. H e r academic work, which is focused on language, literacy, 
technology, and qualitative research methodologies, has been published internationally. Recent 
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W h a t counts as k n o w i n g a n d the rules for p a r t i c i p a t i o n di f fer across class-
r o o m s . B o t h are s h a p e d b y c l a s s r o o m discourse a n d practices. T h r o u g h the 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g s they construct by p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n events a n d talk i n class-
r o o m s , class m e m b e r s contr ibute to the s o c i o c u l t u r a l resources of the class as a 
w h o l e , w i t h i m p l i c a t i o n s for their o w n l e a r n i n g a n d for the l e a r n i n g of their 
c lassmates (Gee & Green) . T h i s occurs t h r o u g h their cons t ruc t ion of local 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g s or s i tuated l e a r n i n g a n d b y their ref lexive i n d e x i n g and 
n e g o t i a t i n g of s h a r e d i n f o r m a l theories. 
T h e p u r p o s e of this article is to examine some of the w a y s graduate students 
engage i n interact ive o n l i n e u n i v e r s i t y courses a n d use w r i t t e n d i s c u s s i o n as a 
too l for t h i n k i n g a n d for soc ia l ly negot ia t ing m e a n i n g . Recent t h i n k i n g about 
the d e s i g n a n d d e l i v e r y of o n l i n e courses d r a w s o n construct iv is t perspect ives 
a n d a c k n o w l e d g e s the in tegra l role of d iscourse i n l e a r n i n g . In a c r i t i ca l ex-
a m i n a t i o n of the role of the W o r l d W i d e W e b i n e d u c a t i o n , Roschel le a n d Pea 
(1999) i d e n t i f y three change vectors : t o w a r d co l laborat ive representat ions, to-
w a r d a d v a n c e d s o c i o c o g n i t i v e s c a f f o l d i n g , a n d t o w a r d tools that foster s e l f - i m -
p r o v i n g c o m m u n i t i e s . 
These d i rec t ions can be seen i n recent p u b l i c a t i o n s about o n l i n e course 
d e v e l o p m e n t a n d teaching. F o r e x a m p l e , Jonassen, D a v i d s o n , C o l l i n s , 
C a m p b e l l , a n d H a a g (1995) ca l l for const ruct iv is t a n d s i tuated l e a r n i n g theory 
to be a p p l i e d to the d e s i g n of on l ine courses, i n r e c o g n i t i o n that " l e a r n i n g is 
necessar i ly a soc ia l , d i a l o g i c a l process i n w h i c h c o m m u n i t i e s of pract i t ioners 
soc ia l ly negot iate the m e a n i n g of p h e n o m e n a " (p. 9). Schal lert et a l . (1996,1999) 
p o i n t out that i n t r a d i t i o n a l face-to-face (F2F) c l a s s r o o m d i s c u s s i o n , it is d i f -
f icul t to foster the k i n d s of deep d i s c u s s i o n that l ead to l e a r n i n g . T h e y suggest 
that a t t a i n i n g g e n u i n e d i s c u s s i o n is especia l ly i m p o r t a n t i n a d v a n c e d seminars 
i n h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n a n d that c o m p u t e r - m e d i a t e d c o m m u n i c a t i o n ( C M C ) is an 
a l ternat ive d i s c u s s i o n f o r u m that offers increased access to d iverse voices (but 
see W o l f e , 2000, o n the interact ion of gender a n d e thnic i ty factors). C o o p e r and 
Selfe (1990) c o n c u r , p o i n t i n g out that a n advantage of C M C as a d i s c u s s i o n 
f o r u m is that it m i g h t " a l l o w interact ion patterns d i s r u p t i v e of a teacher-
centred h e g e m o n y . . . . [enabl ing students] to create in terna l ly persuas ive d i s -
course as w e l l as to a d o p t d iscourse v a l i d a t e d b y external a u t h o r i t y " (p. 847; 
also see M c C o m b , 1994). M e r r y f i e l d (2003) suggests that " the on l ine d i s c u s s i o n 
acts as a v e i l to protect people as they reveal , quest ion , a n d take r i s k s " (p. 10). 
Teachers of w r i t i n g h a v e u s e d on l ine m e d i a for peer conferenc ing a n d 
interact ive j o u r n a l i n g , c i t i n g benefits s u c h as i m p r o v e d access to the f loor , 
deeper ref lec t ion, r e d u c t i o n i n socia l bias, a n d s tudent preference ( A n d r u s y s -
z y n & D a v i e , 1997; B u m p , 1990; H o n e y c u t t , 2001; W o o d s , 2000). In a d d i t i o n , 
distance educators h a v e been i n the forefront of d e v e l o p i n g a n d e v a l u a t i n g 
o n l i n e l e a r n i n g e n v i r o n m e n t s ( H a r a s i m , 1990, 1993; H a r a s i m , H i l t z , Teles, & 
Turof f , 1995; K a n u k a & A n d e r s o n , 1998; R o u r k e , A n d e r s o n , G a r r i s o n , & A r -
cher, 1999; Stacey, 1999). 
B l a n t o n , M o o r m a n , a n d Tra then (1998) c o n d u c t e d a r e v i e w of the research 
l i terature o n c o m p u t e r technologies a n d c o m m u n i c a t i o n i n the f i e ld of e d u c a -
t i o n . T a k i n g a soc ia l const ruct iv is t stance, they argue for the v a l u e of integrat-
i n g s u c h technologies in to teacher e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m s , as computer -based 
t e l e c o m m u n i c a t i o n s have the p o t e n t i a l to reconstruct p e d a g o g y . A s an ex-
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a m p l e , they note that " c o m p u t e r - a n d v i d e o - m e d i a t e d conferences are tools 
espec ia l ly su i ted for c o n s t i t u t i n g socia l arrangements that enable the joint 
c o n s t r u c t i o n of k n o w l e d g e " (p. 238). H o w e v e r , they cr i t ic ize m u c h research 
i n t o e d u c a t i o n a l a p p l i c a t i o n s of t e l e c o m m u n i c a t i o n s as " a t h e o r e t i c a l " (p. 243), 
as " m a k [ i n g ] causa l c l a i m s based o n i n a p p r o p r i a t e or inadequate e v i d e n c e " (p. 
248), as b e i n g o v e r l y d r i v e n b y the a ims of j u s t i f y i n g f u n d i n g or s a v i n g m o n e y 
o n i n s t r u c t i o n , a n d for the p a u c i t y of s tudies e x a m i n i n g the actual d i scourse 
patterns i n o n l i n e c o m m u n i t i e s . T h e y argue that a theoretical f r a m e w o r k is 
n e e d e d to g u i d e f u t u r e research. 
D e s p i t e the a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t b y m a n y researchers a n d theorists that o n -
l i n e courses c a n be d e s i g n e d to p r o v i d e e n v i r o n m e n t s that facilitate d i s c u s s i o n , 
a centra l e lement i n cons t ruc t iv i s t p e d a g o g y , few h a v e addressed the fact that 
o n l i n e d i s c u s s i o n occurs t h r o u g h the m e d i u m of w r i t i n g (however , see Ferrara , 
B r u n n e r , & W h i t t e m o r e , 1991; L a p a d a t , 2002). I argue here that s tudents i n 
o n l i n e u n i v e r s i t y courses use w r i t t e n d i s c u s s i o n interact ively as a too l for 
t h i n k i n g , for s o c i a l l y n e g o t i a t i n g m e a n i n g , a n d for b u i l d i n g re la t ionships . In 
p a r t i c u l a r I d e v e l o p the idea that d i s c u r s i v e interact ion i n a s y n c h r o n o u s , text-
based , o n l i n e courses m a y be u n i q u e l y su i ted to foster ing h i g h e r - o r d e r t h i n k -
i n g a n d soc ia l c o n s t r u c t i o n of m e a n i n g . I s u p p o r t this p o s i t i o n t h r o u g h a 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the qual i t ies of w r i t t e n d iscourse , as w e l l as the d i s c u r s i v e 
i m p l i c a t i o n s for c o g n i t i v e a n d soc ia l c o n s t r u c t i o n of m e a n i n g i n t echnolog ica l -
l y m e d i a t e d l e a r n i n g e n v i r o n m e n t s (Gee, 1996; H a r a s i m , 1990; H e r r i n g , 1999; 
L a p a d a t 2000, 2002; L e m k e , 1989; O n g , 1982; Schal lert et a l . , 1999; W e l l s , 1990). 
T h e theoret ica l a r g u m e n t is based o n the results of a d iscourse analys is of 
c o n t r i b u t i o n s to a n o n l i n e interact ive conference of a graduate- leve l e d u c a t i o n 
course . It is a lso g r o u n d e d i n m y experiences of h a v i n g d e v e l o p e d a n d taught 
f o u r o n l i n e courses i n three vers ions a n d topic areas over the past f e w years. 
Background to the Study 
I h a v e been i n v o l v e d i n d e s i g n i n g , d e v e l o p i n g , and teaching graduate e d u c a -
t i o n courses o n l i n e since 1997. The u n i v e r s i t y w h e r e this has o c c u r r e d has a 
m a i n c a m p u s a n d three reg iona l c a m p u s e s a n d serves a large, sparsely p o p u -
lated area. T y p i c a l l y , r eg iona l courses have been taught face to face, w h i c h at 
t imes poses cons iderab le t r a v e l i n g h a r d s h i p for instructors a n d students . F o r 
e x a m p l e , one of the reg iona l c a m p u s e s is located i n a c o m m u n i t y eight h o u r s 
b y r o a d f r o m the m a i n c a m p u s , i n a n o r t h e r n , m o u n t a i n o u s area w h e r e r o a d 
c o n d i t i o n s are often h a z a r d o u s . T h u s q u a l i t y al ternatives to face-to-face i n -
s t r u c t i o n serve a prac t i ca l p u r p o s e a n d acted as a s t i m u l u s for m y i n i t i a l 
interest i n i n v e s t i g a t i n g o n l i n e teaching. 
I d e v e l o p e d the first course, f r o m w h i c h the data are d r a w n for the present 
ana lys i s , as a n intact a l l - o n - t h e - W e b course ( s u p p o r t e d b y te lephone, fax, e-
m a i l , surface m a i l , a n d the bookstore a n d in ter l ibrary loan systems), i n c o l -
l a b o r a t i o n w i t h a n Internet d e s i g n consul tant . 1 W e d e s i g n e d this 
a s y n c h r o n o u s , text-based W e b course to be interact ive, consistent w i t h socia l 
c o n s t r u c t i v i s t p r i n c i p l e s (Jonassen et a l . , 1995). Students read one or t w o re-
search articles per w e e k a n d posted c o m m e n t a r y o n the articles a n d i n re-
sponse to each other o n w e e k l y d i s c u s s i o n topics u s i n g the W e b site's 
a s y n c h r o n o u s c o n f e r e n c i n g fac i l i ty (the D i s c u s s i o n F o r u m ) . 2 The D i s c u s s i o n 
F o r u m enab led par t i c ipants to choose f r o m a var ie ty of poss ible paths i n 
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r e a d i n g a n d r e s p o n d i n g to post ings : c h r o n o l o g i c a l or reverse c h r o n o l o g i c a l 
w i t h i n the g loba l message set; c h r o n o l o g i c a l or reverse c h r o n o l o g i c a l w i t h i n 
the w e e k l y ( ins t ructor -def ined) d i s c u s s i o n topic ; or threaded (par t i c ipant -con-
tro l led) . A s the ins t ruc tor I w a s also an act ive par t i c ipant i n the d i s c u s s i o n . 
O v e r the semester, s tudents also selected three a d d i t i o n a l articles each p e r t a i n -
i n g to w e e k l y topics to read i n d i v i d u a l l y a n d present to the class o n l i n e . T h e y 
gave brief reports o n l i n e about their t e r m p a p e r research a n d about a m i n i - r e -
search project that they c o n d u c t e d . The course topic of E D U C 645, " D i s c o u r s e 
i n C l a s s r o o m s , " m a t c h e d the d i s c u r s i v e a p p r o a c h to l e a r n i n g used i n the 
course . 
S u b s e q u e n t l y I taught the same o n l i n e course again w i t h m i n o r m o d i f i c a -
t ions . T h e n I u s e d the o r i g i n a l course W e b site as a template to d e s i g n a n e w 
course that a l ternated be tween face-to-face m e e t i n g s / a u d i o c o n f e r e n c i n g , i n -
terspersed w i t h o n l i n e conferenc ing . The t h i r d course W e b site, w h i c h I d e v e l -
o p e d f r o m the same basic template , w a s used as an o p t i o n a l , adjunct means of 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d d i s c u s s i o n for class m e m b e r s for a c o m b i n e d face-to-
face/audioconference course . In a d d i t i o n to d e v e l o p i n g a n d teaching o n l i n e 
courses , I h a v e a l so s u p e r v i s e d graduate students w h o have d e s i g n e d course 
W e b sites for use i n a d u l t e d u c a t i o n settings ( B i a l o b z y s k i , 1999; Y u n , 2000) a n d 
as a n ad junct to a h i g h s c h o o l E n g l i s h course ( W o o d s , 2000). 
These v a r i e d experiences w i t h on l ine course d e v e l o p m e n t a n d d e l i v e r y 
l e n d s u p p o r t to o n l i n e course d e l i v e r y issues that have been d o c u m e n t e d b y 
others. These i n c l u d e : the i m p o r t a n c e of clear, eff icient procedures a n d s u p -
ports for c o m m u n i c a t i n g w i t h s tudents before a n d d u r i n g the course; the need 
for strategies to address some s tudents ' fear of technology s u c h as b y p r o v i d i n g 
a pre -course d e m o n s t r a t i o n ; the need for g o o d technical s u p p o r t w h i l e the 
course is o n g o i n g ; a d a p t a b i l i t y to a c c o m m o d a t e late joiners; the i m p o r t a n c e of 
ins tructors e s t a b l i s h i n g a faci l i tator role ; t ime a n d f u n d i n g to u p d a t e a n d 
m a i n t a i n o n l i n e courses ; a n d recogni t ion of a n d p l a n n i n g for the t i m e - c o n s u m -
i n g na ture of s u c h courses ( H a r a s i m et a l . , 1995; H a y t h o r n t h w a i t e , K a z m e r , 
R o b i n s , & S h o e m a k e r , 2000; H i l t z , 1986; M c C o m b , 1994). I a lso f o u n d that 
m a k i n g the W e b d i s c u s s i o n r e q u i r e d rather than o p t i o n a l , sett ing p o s t i n g 
d e a d l i n e s , a n d m a r k i n g p a r t i c i p a t i o n faci l i tated s tudents ' engagement i n the 
o n l i n e course (also see H a r a s i m et a l . , 1995; R o v a i , 2001). 
Characteristics of Online Interactive Writing 
The topic a d d r e s s e d i n the r e m a i n d e r of this article relates to the q u a l i t y of the 
w r i t t e n d i scourse o b s e r v e d in the o n l i n e courses. D u r i n g the first o n l i n e course, 
I w a s interested to note that class m e m b e r s became intensely engaged in the 
course a n d c o n t r i b u t e d m a n y lengthy , d e e p l y t h o u g h t f u l r e m a r k s to the d i s -
c u s s i o n . T h e n u m b e r a n d length of their cont r ibut ions far exceeded the m i n i -
m u m r e q u i r e m e n t s for p a r t i c i p a t i o n . It a lso seemed that the leve l of d i s c u s s i o n 
w a s s u p e r i o r to w h a t I h a d observed teaching the same s e m i n a r course face to 
face. These i m p r e s s i o n s w e r e for t i f ied b y m y second experience w i t h E D U C 
645 o n the W e b a n d also b y subsequent experience w i t h other W e b courses. I 
b e g a n to w o n d e r h o w to describe the d i s c u r s i v e characteristics that I w a s 
o b s e r v i n g i n these o n l i n e courses a n d to speculate about w h y this o n l i n e 
e n v i r o n m e n t a p p e a r e d to be so successful in s c a f f o l d i n g s tudents ' t h i n k i n g 
about course themes. 
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I b e g a n b y c o n d u c t i n g a thematic analys is of the content of the s tudents ' 
c o n t r i b u t i o n s to the d i s c u s s i o n i n the first E D U C 645 course, w h i c h I have 
repor ted e l sewhere (Lapadat , 2003). In that analys is , u s i n g NVivo qual i ta t ive 
analys is s o f t w a r e (Fraser, 1999; R i c h a r d s , 1999), I traced h o w topics d e v e l o p e d 
a n d d e s c r i b e d h o w i n d i v i d u a l a n d g r o u p po in ts of v i e w shi f ted over t ime. The 
s t u d y reconstructed class m e m b e r s ' negot ia t ion of m e a n i n g as they co l labora-
t i v e l y w r o t e themselves in to n e w u n d e r s t a n d i n g s , thereby s c a f f o l d i n g their 
in te l l ec tua l w o r k . H o w e v e r , that s t u d y e x a m i n e d o n l y the content of s tudents ' 
r e m a r k s , w i t h o u t f o c u s i n g o n the d i s c u r s i v e processes, the social aspects of the 
interact ions , or the m e d i u m of o n l i n e w r i t t e n interact ion a n d h o w part ic ipants 
u s e d it to achieve their p u r p o s e s . In this art icle I describe the es tabl ishment of 
c o m m u n i t y a n d the course p a r t i c i p a t i o n structure in the first four w e e k s of the 
first E D U C 645 course . T h e n I e x a m i n e the qual i t ies of the e m e r g i n g on l ine 
d i s c o u r s e a n d c o n s i d e r h o w textual cont r ibut io ns exhibi ted characteristics of 
b o t h ora l a n d w r i t t e n language . I c o n c l u d e b y suggest ing h o w w r i t t e n d i s c u r -
s ive character ist ics i n this o n l i n e e n v i r o n m e n t m a y foster h i g h e r - o r d e r t h i n k -
i n g a n d jo int c o n s t r u c t i o n of m e a n i n g . 
Data Analysis 
I b e g a n the ana lys i s b y s a v i n g the D i s c u s s i o n F o r u m contr ibut ions as a text f i le . 
A f t e r c o d i n g the h e a d i n g s a n d search ing a n d r e p l a c i n g par t i c ipants ' names 
w i t h p s e u d o n y m s , I i m p o r t e d the fi le in to N-Vivo. A s I w a s interested i n 
p a r t i c i p a n t s ' i n i t i a l m o v e s i n es tab l i sh ing an o n l i n e c o m m u n i t y a n d inte l lectual 
c l imate of d i s c u s s i o n , I focused o n l y o n the f irst one t h i r d of the course (about 
100 messages) for the p u r p o s e of this analys is . I e x a m i n e d each message for 
qual i t ies of l a n g u a g e use or response patterns that appeared to contr ibute to (or 
obstruct) the process of b u i l d i n g an o n l i n e c o m m u n i t y . N e x t I r e t u r n e d to the 
recurrent d i s c u r s i v e themes that I h a d ident i f i ed i n the earl ier analysis 
(Lapadat , 2003), b u t rather than f o c u s i n g o n the content of the d i s c u s s i o n as i n 
that ear l ier s t u d y , i n this analys is I describe the p r e d o m i n a n t d i s c u r s i v e 
strategies u s e d to ini t iate a n d d e v e l o p the top ica l themes. F i n a l l y , I e x a m i n e d 
each message i n o r d e r to i d e n t i f y c o m m u n i c a t i v e markers that w e r e charac-
teristic e i ther of o r a l d i scourse or w r i t t e n language genres. 
Participants 
P a r t i c i p a n t s i n c l u d e d six graduate students e n r o l l e d i n the first on l ine o f fe r ing 
of E D U C 645 ( J a n u a r y - A p r i l , 1998). Three of the students l i v e d i n three distant 
c o m m u n i t i e s , a n d the other three r e s i d e d l o c a l l y . T w o part ic ipants w e r e c o l -
lege ins t ructors w i t h specialt ies i n technology a n d a d u l t basic e d u c a t i o n 
respec t ive ly ; one taught a d u l t l i teracy i n a pr ivate sett ing; one not current ly 
p r a c t i c i n g h a d a b a c k g r o u n d i n speech- language p a t h o l o g y a n d teaching 
E n g l i s h as a s e c o n d language ; one taught h i g h school social s tudies ; a n d one 
w a s a n e l e m e n t a r y l e a r n i n g assistance teacher i n a n inner -c i ty school . O n e 
s tudent w a s m a l e , a n d the rest of the par t i c ipants were female. 
Community and Participation Structure 
A t the outset of the course, par t i c ipants d i d not a l l k n o w each other. The three 
loca l graduate s tudents (Elaine, R i t a , a n d Judy) k n e w each other f r o m a pre -
v i o u s course , a n d t w o h a d met L i s a before ( p s e u d o n y m s are u s e d for r e p o r t i n g 
p u r p o s e s ) . N e i t h e r Pa t r i ck n o r Cole t te h a d met a n y of the other s tudents . A s 
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the ins t ruc tor I h a d taught a l l the students i n p r e v i o u s face-to-face courses, 
except Cole t te w h o m I h a d not met. F u r t h e r m o r e , L i s a , Patr ick , a n d Colet te 
w e r e late i n j o i n i n g the o n l i n e d i s c u s s i o n for v a r i o u s reasons, i n c l u d i n g late 
regis t ra t ion , t echnica l d i f f i cu l t i es , a n d anxiety about p o s t i n g on l ine . 
N e v e r t h e l e s s , a col légial , s u p p o r t i v e a tmosphere q u i c k l y d e v e l o p e d a m o n g 
class p a r t i c i p a n t s . C l a s s m e m b e r s addressed each other a n d the professor b y 
n a m e , a c k n o w l e d g e d each other 's po in ts i n an e n c o u r a g i n g w a y , a n d ex-
pressed d i sagreements c o n s t r u c t i v e l y a n d w i t h tact. F o r e x a m p l e , ear ly i n the 
course , class m e m b e r s es tabl ished a practice of e x p l i c i t l y m a r k i n g to w h o m 
they w e r e d i r e c t i n g a p a r t i c u l a r response: 
Post 13 
Elaine Jan 12 22:36:16 1998 
SUBJECT:Week 2 Theories of Classroom Discourse 
Sub Topic: more to Rita and others 884673376<P>Message: 
H i Folks! Rita: In regard to students and teachers perhaps having different 
schémas.... 
Post 14 
Rita Jan 12 22:38:47 1998 
SUBJECT:Week 2 Theories of Classroom Discourse 
Sub Topic: Elaine's comment 884673527 
<P>Message: 
Just a brief comment Elaine before I go to bed - you're right on the mark.. . . 
A s s h o w n i n this e x a m p l e , they a c c o m p l i s h e d this expl i c i t m a r k i n g b y the 
w o r d i n g they chose for the subtopic header. Subject headers w e r e conference 
topics that I h a d prees tabl i shed to structure the D i s c u s s i o n F o r u m . H o w e v e r , 
par t i c ipants c o u l d label their o w n subtopics w i t h i n these topics . E x p l i c i t m a r k -
i n g w a s a lso a i d e d b y a d d r e s s i n g each other b y n a m e a n d b y restat ing the k e y 
i d e a to w h i c h they w e r e r e s p o n d i n g (Honeycut t , 2001). A s a result , they not 
o n l y cons t ruc ted a d i s c u s s i o n that felt coherent (Schallert et a l . , 1996), but also 
es tabl i shed a p e r s o n a l a n d s u p p o r t i v e tone to the d i s c u s s i o n . A s other re-
searchers h a v e n o t e d , s u c h socia l cohes ion strategies are i m p o r t a n t i n both 
a s y n c h r o n o u s a n d s y n c h r o n o u s o n l i n e conferenc ing i n order to establ ish soc ia l 
presence a n d to m i n i m i z e transact ional m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g s ( M u r p h y & C o l -
l ins , 1997; R o u r k e et a l . , 1999). 
C lass m e m b e r s d i d not a l w a y s agree w i t h each other. H o w e v e r , even w h e n 
d i s a g r e e i n g , their responses w e r e respectful a n d const ruc t ive . 3 
Post 87 
Patrick Feb 4 8:49:22 1998 
SUBJECT:Week 5 Secondary and Post-Secondary 
Sub Topic: Sainsbury-Meaning 886610962 
<P>Message: 
... "Each child has his or her individual differences: idiosyncrasies and deviant 
behavior.. . . The accepting teacher treats all this as legitimate and valuable. . . . " 
(Sainsbury, 1992, p. 123). YIKES! Can you imagine a grade 5 class, 25 students, 
Friday afternoon and an accepting teacher tolerating deviant behavior. Sounds 
like a recipie for a 3 aspirin headache. Great in theory but does in work in a 
practical situation? A similar comment can be made about all of the individual 
attention given by an accepting teacher. Does the teacher have time to spend 
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on each student to create new linkages? What about classroom management? 
Post 89 
Elaine Feb 4 14:20:21 1998 
SUBJECT:Week 5 Secondary and Post-Secondary 
Sub Topic: response to Patrick 886630821 
<P>Message: 
I appreciated your comments particularly about classroom managment and the 
real possibility of latching on to a bottle of asprin. Deviant behavior in class-
rooms is something we all struggle with. I think many of the ideas in this ar-
ticle such as students being able to make connections to prior learning to gain 
understanding, and the importance of ensuring that students do have the neces-
sary background knowledge so that connections can be made are important 
points for us as teachers. We need to provide opportunities for students to 
make these connections.... [34 lines of text supporting this argument theoreti-
cally and w i t h practical teaching anecdotes].... In order to provide educational 
opportunities for all students we must not only recognize what their needs are 
but have the necessary resourses to address those needs, whether that be in the 
form of trained personnel or materials. Maybe then we wouldn't need to clutch 
the bottle of asprin? What do you think? 
In this e x a m p l e P a t r i c k suggests that teachers s h o u l d not be expected to 
accept d e v i a n t b e h a v i o r s i n the c l a s s r o o m and that ad jus t ing to s tudents ' 
i n d i v i d u a l di f ferences w o u l d be too t i m e - c o n s u m i n g to be pract ica l . E la ine 
r e s p o n d s b y a c k n o w l e d g i n g P a t r i c k ' s p o i n t about the i m p o r t a n c e of m a n a g i n g 
d e v i a n t b e h a v i o r a n d then voices d isagreement w i t h Pa t r i ck ' s v i e w about 
i n d i v i d u a l di f ferences . H e r thesis is that it is essential for teachers to be aware 
of s t u d e n t s ' p r i o r k n o w l e d g e , to adjust their teaching based o n w h a t they k n o w 
a b o u t s tudents ' i n d i v i d u a l dif ferences, a n d to m a k e connect ions w i t h i n -
d i v i d u a l s tudents . She suggests that there w o u l d be m o r e t ime for this a p -
p r o a c h to t each ing a n d less stress for teachers if there were suff ic ient s u p p o r t i n 
the f o r m of resources. T h u s she disagrees s t rongly w i t h Patr i ck ' s po in t , b u t 
m a i n t a i n s a collégial tone b y f o c u s i n g o n the content of the a r g u m e n t rather 
than m a k i n g a t t r ibut ions about her classmate's p o l i t i c a l or p e d a g o g i c a l stance. 
F u r t h e r m o r e , she softens her d isagreement b y i n i t i a l l y agree ing w i t h his p o i n t 
a b o u t d e v i a n t b e h a v i o r . F i n a l l y , b y t u r n i n g the topic to lack of resources, she 
offers a p r a g m a t i c a n d face-saving w a y to a l i g n their di f ferent po in ts of v i e w . 
S u c h e x a m p l e s of m e a n i n g negot ia t ion are i m p o r t a n t . A s noted b y K a n u k a a n d 
A n d e r s o n (1998), " [onl ine] socia l d i s c o r d serve[s] as a catalyst to the k n o w -
ledge c o n s t r u c t i o n p r o c e s s " (p. 57). 
T h e sense of c o m m u n i t y that arose also w a s faci l i tated by the first course 
r e q u i r e m e n t , w h i c h w a s to post a s e l f - i n t r o d u c t i o n o n the " M e e t the C l a s s " 
page . In a d d i t i o n , at the outset I p r o v i d e d expl i c i t gu ide l ines for on l ine cont r ib -
u t i o n s : " A s this course is o r g a n i z e d a r o u n d interact ion a n d d i s c u s s i o n , per -
s o n a l o p i n i o n s a n d perspect ives are e n c o u r a g e d . H o w e v e r , class m e m b e r s 
m u s t ensure that their cont r ibut ions are c o r d i a l , respectful , a n d construct ive i n 
t o n e . " Par t of the m o d e r a t o r ' s role is to set a tone i n the conferenc ing e n v i r o n -
m e n t that is b o t h hospi tab le a n d w e l c o m i n g of d iverse o p i n i o n s ( K l i n g e r , 
2001). 
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A l l voices w e r e h e a r d i n the d iscuss ions . A l t h o u g h some class m e m b e r s 
t e n d e d to w r i t e m o r e f requent ly a n d at greater length than others, a l l par -
t ic ipants c o n t r i b u t e d to a l l the w e e k l y topics at a level w e l l above the m i n i m u m 
expectat ions . O n e reason for this w a s that I b u i l t specif ic expectat ions for 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t o the course d e s i g n . I e x p l i c i t l y i n f o r m e d class par t i c ipants that 
they w e r e expected to contr ibute t h o u g h t f u l remarks to the d i s c u s s i o n each 
w e e k b y the p o s t i n g d e a d l i n e , to present their o n g o i n g w o r k o n l i n e , a n d to 
p r o v i d e feedback to each other ; a n d that p a r t i c i p a t i o n w o u l d be g r a d e d o n the 
basis of b o t h q u a n t i t y a n d q u a l i t y . T h u s p a r t i c i p a t i o n s tructure i n i t i a l l y w a s 
es tabl i shed b y the course d e s i g n a n d further d e v e l o p e d b y the class p a r -
t ic ipants b y the w a y they interacted to create a safe a n d s u p p o r t i v e on l ine 
c o m m u n i t y ( H a y t h o r n t h w a i t e et a l . , 2000). 
Qualities of the Online Discourse 
A n u m b e r of researchers h a v e c o m m e n t e d o n the d e p t h a n d coherence that can 
be a c h i e v e d i n o n l i n e d iscuss ions (Lapadat , 2002; M c C o m b , 1994; Schal lert et 
a l . , 1996,1999; W h i t t l e , M o r g a n & M a l t b y , 2000), as w e l l as c o n d i t i o n s that l i m i t 
effective o n l i n e d i s c u s s i o n (Weather ley & E l l i s , 2000) a n d coherence ( H e r r i n g , 
1999). In this sect ion s o m e of the qual i t ies of the d iscourse i n this o n l i n e course 
are i d e n t i f i e d a n d d e s c r i b e d . 
O n e in teres t ing characterist ic of the d iscourse related to the emergence a n d 
m a i n t e n a n c e of topics or themes. A s m e n t i o n e d above, there w e r e prees-
tab l i shed w e e k l y topics i n the D i s c u s s i o n F o r u m , as w e l l as a d d i t i o n a l topic 
headers p e r t a i n i n g to each course ass ignment , the o n l i n e article presentat ions, 
technica l s u p p o r t ( " P r o b l e m s a n d S o l u t i o n s " ) , a n d a s tudent chat area ("The 
Back P o r c h " ) . I a lso p r o v i d e d w e e k l y notes that i n t r o d u c e d the w e e k l y topics 
a n d asked quest ions to s t imula te d i s c u s s i o n l i n k e d to the ass igned readings . 
T h i s basic f r a m e w o r k s t ruc tured the conference d iscuss ions . 
In this basic f r a m e w o r k , h o w e v e r , a great n u m b e r of top ica l threads a n d 
subtopics e m e r g e d . F u r t h e r m o r e , a n u m b e r of persistent d i s c u s s i o n themes 
also e m e r g e d that ei ther cut across or o v e r a r c h e d the w e e k l y topics a n d read-
ings . These themes l i n k e d the s u p e r o r d i n a t e topic of c l a s s r o o m discourse w i t h 
s tudent i d e n t i t y , a d m i n i s t r a t i v e structures a n d a ims , a n d the issue of school 
change . O t h e r o v e r a r c h i n g themes related d iscourse to cul ture , s tudent e v a l u a -
t i o n , speech registers, teacher t r a i n i n g , a n d the t r a n s m i s s i o n - o f - k n o w l e d g e 
p a r a d i g m . These subtopics a n d themes emerged freely i n p a r t i c i p a n t s ' re-
sponses to each other a n d to the readings , thus were related to but not c o n -
s t r a i n e d b y the p r e d e s i g n a t e d w e e k l y topics . T h i s d e s i g n can be descr ibed as an 
" o p e n f r a m e w o r k c o n s t r u c t i o n ; " the conference w a s pres t ruc tured in s u c h a 
w a y as to e l ic i t p a r t i c i p a t i o n a n d top ica l cont r ibut ions , yet suf f i c ient ly o p e n 
that n o v e l a n d p r o d u c t i v e d i s c u r s i v e themes emerged (Lapadat , 2003). 
In contrast to w h a t I h a v e often o b s e r v e d i n face-to-face class d i scuss ions , 
m o s t of the c o n t r i b u t i o n s to the o n l i n e conference were re levant to course 
topics a n d the emergent d i s c u r s i v e themes at m u l t i p l e levels , w i t h f e w d igres -
s ions . W h e n there w e r e apparent d igress ions , these were w o v e n back into the 
d i s c u s s i o n u s i n g a n u m b e r of strategies, either b y the o r i g i n a l c o n t r i b u t o r or b y 
others. F o r e x a m p l e , i n Post 86, E l a i n e presents a lengthy anecdote about a 
f o r m e r s tudent J.R. w h o w a s f a i l i n g his elect ive courses at his n e w school a n d 
h o w she took it u p o n herself to intervene (see A p p e n d i x ) . She l i n k s this s tory to 
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a s u b t o p i c that h a d been i n t r o d u c e d a few posts earl ier about h o w schools sort 
s tudents (J.R. is b e i n g sorted into the failure category) a n d to the o n g o i n g theme 
of c u l t u r e ( h o w students can be m a r g i n a l i z e d on the basis of social a n d c u l t u r a l 
di f ferences despi te h i g h effort a n d abi l i ty ) . A l s o , i n this story she begins to 
d e v e l o p a p e r s o n a l theme that she cont inues to elaborate t h r o u g h o u t the 
r e m a i n d e r of the o n l i n e course . That is , she begins to art iculate a v i e w of herself 
as an advocate for the s tudents w i t h w h o m she w o r k s as a l e a r n i n g assistance 
teacher a n d w h o m she increas ing ly perceives as p o o r l y served b y the w i d e r 
e d u c a t i o n a l s y s t e m . 
In this e x a m p l e w e also can see h o w d i s c u s s i o n part ic ipants w o r k e d at 
c o h e s i o n : E l a i n e e x p l i c i t l y referenced J u d y ' s earl ier presentat ion, m y c o m m e n t 
about s o r t i n g s tudents , a n d the d i s c u s s i o n that had f o l l o w e d Rita 's o n l i n e 
presenta t ion of a n art icle . It w a s t y p i c a l i n these data that topica l threads a n d 
the emergent o v e r a r c h i n g themes w e r e jo in t ly susta ined over m a n y turns a n d 
m a n y w e e k s t h r o u g h the use of such cohesive ties, as w e l l as t h r o u g h thematic 
in ter textual re ferenc ing . T h i s act ive l i s t en ing seemed to contr ibute to a sense of 
an i n c l u s i v e c o m m u n i t y , p e r c e i v e d top ica l coherence, a n d also the o p p o r t u n i t y 
for c o l l a b o r a t i v e a n d sus ta ined inte l lectual i n q u i r y . That m u t u a l l y i n c o m -
pat ib le perspect ives coexis ted d i d not seem to threaten the o n g o i n g joint c o n -
s t r u c t i o n of m e a n i n g . 
Oral Versus Written Language Characteristics 
In re f lec t ing o n the qual i t ies of the d iscourse descr ibed above, it seems that 
these qual i t i es m i g h t be at tr ibutable i n part to the on l ine textual e n v i r o n m e n t 
( H a r a s i m , 1990). A s others h a v e noted , o n l i n e c o m m u n i c a t i o n is a f o r m of 
w r i t i n g that exhib i ts s o m e characterist ics m o r e t y p i c a l of ora l language than of 
f o r m a l w r i t i n g ( C o l l o t & B e l m o r e , 1996; H a r a s i m et a l , 1995; Yates, 1996). A s 
this course w a s a graduate seminar , the students were h i g h l y literate prac -
t i t ioners of t ex t - formed t h o u g h t a n d i n the process of b e i n g further i n d u c t e d 
i n t o an a c a d e m i c d i scourse (Lapadat , 2004; O n g , 1982). A l s o , they were c o g -
n i z a n t that their c o n t r i b u t i o n s w o u l d be eva lua ted , so it is l i k e l y that they 
w o u l d use m o r e f o r m a l l anguage than, for e x a m p l e , in casual e - m a i l c o m m u n i -
ca t ion w i t h f r iends . Never the less , contr ibut ions s h o w a b l e n d of bo th w r i t t e n 
l a n g u a g e a n d ora l language characterist ics , w h i c h m a y have been p a r t i c u l a r l y 
fac i l i ta t ive of the c o g n i t i v e level of the d iscourse ( B a n g e r t - D r o w n s , 1997). 
O n g (1982), i n h is classic book, compares the characteristics of ora l i ty a n d 
l i teracy a n d the i m p l i c a t i o n s for thought a n d k n o w l e d g e i n p r i m a r i l y ora l 
cu l tures versus l iterate cul tures . Ye t e v e n i n cul tures l ike o u r o w n , ora l patterns 
coexist w i t h literate patterns of d i scourse a n d thought , a n d both m a y be rea l -
i z e d i n e i ther s p o k e n or w r i t t e n m o d e s . In this o n l i n e course, literate express ion 
p r e d o m i n a t e d d u e to p a r t i c i p a n t s ' habits of m i n d a n d literate a s s u m p t i o n s 
f o r m e d t h r o u g h their u p b r i n g i n g i n N o r t h A m e r i c a n cul ture ; the u n i v e r s i t y 
c o m m u n i c a t i v e context , w h i c h f o r e g r o u n d s hyper l i terate academic discourse ; 
a n d the use of the m o d e of w r i t i n g as the means of c o m m u n i c a t i o n . Some 
character ist ics of w r i t t e n language apparent in class m e m b e r s ' o n l i n e posts 
i n c l u d e : the use of c o m p l e t e , w e l l - f o r m e d sentences; l iterate g r a m m a t i c a l 
s tructures u s i n g c o m p l e x c lausa l structures rather than the a d d i t i v e , aggrega-
t ive, a n d r e d u n d a n t patterns f o u n d i n ora l texts ( O n g , 1982); textual a r g u m e n t 
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s tructures that freeze m e a n i n g a n d re ly o n readers ' ab i l i ty to l o o k back 
(Lapadat , 2002); a n d the use of precise, f o r m a l v o c a b u l a r y . 
U n l i k e ora l d i s c u s s i o n seminars i n w h i c h remarks are f leet ing or evanescent 
( O n g , 1982)—more a n event than a constructed object—these o n l i n e cont r ib -
u t i o n s h a d p e r m a n e n c e . C l a s s m e m b e r s c o u l d look back, reflect, p r i n t t h e m 
out , o r paste t h e m in to subsequent responses. T i m e also w a s an i m p o r t a n t 
factor i n the o n l i n e c o m p o s i t i o n s . Whereas speech is r a p i d a n d people can say 
a lot i n a shor t t i m e b y " t h i n k i n g o n their feet," i n on l ine text-based d i s c u s s i o n , 
it takes l o n g e r to c o m p o s e a n d " s a y " a remark . T h i s l o o k i n g back a n d extra 
c o m p o s i t i o n t ime creates a context of active ref lect ion ( A n d r u s y s z y n & D a v i e , 
1997; H a r a s i m , 1990; H o n e y c u t t , 2001). T h u s i n this course, the characterist ics 
of w r i t t e n l a n g u a g e f o r m a l i t y , permanence , a n d t ime to reflect created a textual 
e n v i r o n m e n t w i t h cons iderable potent ia l to foster deep m e a n i n g - m a k i n g . 
Ye t these o n l i n e posts also retained some of the texture of ora l c o m m u n i c a -
t i o n . F o r e x a m p l e , a l t h o u g h g r a m m a r and p u n c t u a t i o n most resembled literate 
w r i t t e n d i s c o u r s e , par t i c ipants were re laxed about matters of s p e l l i n g a n d 
p a r a g r a p h i n g . T h e y d i d not edi t their w r i t i n g as c losely as they w o u l d for a 
f i n a l dra f t of a t e r m paper . T h e y d i d e m p l o y a literate pattern of academic 
a r g u m e n t a t i o n a n d referencing, espec ia l ly i n their presentat ions, as i n the 
f o l l o w i n g e x a m p l e . 
Post 40 
Judy Jan 22 22:26:43 1998 
SUBJECT:Week 3 Integrating language across the curriculum Elementary 
Sub Topic: Cross-cultural issues 885536803 
<P>Message: 
... While a growing number of books discuss the content area instruction of lan-
guage minority students (Mohan 1986, Cantoni-Harvey 1987 and Enright and 
McCloskey 1988) these works do not provide adequate information concerning 
diverse cultural groups. (Scarcella, 1990, pg. vii,) In other words, many instruc-
tional materials do not discuss how the cultural background of the teacher in-
fluences the teacher's teaching style and the affect that this style w i l l have on 
the student as a learner. 
H o w e v e r , they also inser ted conversa t iona l elements into their cont r ibut ions , 
espec ia l ly the m o r e d i s c u r s i v e ones, as seen above i n Ela ine 's " H i f o l k s ! " a n d 
P a t r i c k ' s " Y I K E S ! " 
A n o t h e r characterist ic of the on l ine d iscourse that w a s m o r e reminiscent of 
o r a l d i s c u s s i o n t h a n f o r m a l w r i t i n g w a s the par t i c ipants ' ready a p p e a l to 
p e r s o n a l anecdotes a n d stories f r o m their teaching practice to a n c h o r their 
p o i n t s . E l a i n e ' s s tory about J.R. is a t y p i c a l e x a m p l e . H e r e is a persona l account 
f r o m Cole t te . 
Post 80 
Colette Feb 2 16:47:20 1998 
SUBJECT:Week 5 Article Presentations 
Sub Topic: Interpersonal Boundaries 886466840 
<P>Message:... However, I f ind that unreasonably high expectations foster a 
fear of failure from which avoidance can grow. This was my personal experi-
ence. I grew up in a village in PEL In elementary school, I was pitted against 
my second cousin, Jayna and another "bright' little gir l ' . When I came home 
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with the results of a test or with a report card, the response I got from my 
mother and grandparents was, " D i d you beat Jayna?" I learned to display only 
those results where J. and I tied or I d id 'beat' her, and eventually, as I began to 
have difficulty in math and science, areas where J. excelled, I gave up. This is 
something I regret today. 
In their f o r m a l w r i t t e n ass ignments , s tudents often s tr ive to emulate the 
objective, de tached , o m n i s c i e n t a u t h o r i a l voice w i t h w h i c h they are f a m i l i a r 
f r o m r e a d i n g p r o f e s s i o n a l p u b l i c a t i o n s , s c h o o l textbooks, a n d t r a d i t i o n a l 
a ca demic texts. A n a i m of this course w a s to facilitate graduate s tudents ' 
c o n s t r u c t i o n of their o w n u n d e r s t a n d i n g s , u s i n g texts as lenses to h e l p t h e m 
reflect o n a n d theor ize about their o w n pract ice rather t h a n s i m p l y s u m m a r i z -
i n g a n d restat ing i n f o r m a t i o n t ransmit ted b y experts . I encouraged t h e m to 
i d e n t i f y a n d s u p p o r t their o w n perspect ives , b o t h b y m o d e l i n g this m y s e l f a n d 
b y r e s p o n d i n g p o s i t i v e l y to s tudents ' use of i l lus t ra t ive anecdotes. T h i s o r a l -
l i k e aspect of o n l i n e d i s c u s s i o n l e d n a t u r a l l y to par t ic ipants m a k i n g theory-
pract ice connect ions t h r o u g h w r i t i n g in the first person , s tat ing o p i n i o n s , a n d 
o f f e r i n g prac t i ca l e x a m p l e s . 
Meaning and Higher-Order Thinking 
A f i n a l i m p o r t a n t w a y this o n l i n e w r i t i n g d i f f e red f r o m most w r i t t e n language 
w a s i n its in terac t iv i ty . C l a s s m e m b e r s w e r e not m e r e l y r e a d i n g experts ' w o r d s 
i n a pass ive , i so lated w a y , n o r m e r e l y w r i t i n g f r o m a p o s i t i o n of i n v i s i b i l i t y or 
i s o l a t i o n to a l i m i t e d , c o n t r i v e d audience (i.e., the instructor) or to a n u n k n o w n 
a u d i e n c e , as for p u b l i s h e d s u b m i s s i o n s , o n l i n e contexts l ike l is tservs, or o n l i n e 
p u b l i c f o r u m s ( C o l l o t & B e l m o r e , 1996; K l i n g e r , 2001; L a p a d a t , 1995). Rather , 
r e a d i n g a n d w r i t i n g w e r e b e i n g e m p l o y e d d i s c u r s i v e l y as a means of f o c u s i n g 
m e m b e r s of a v i r t u a l c l a s s r o o m c o m m u n i t y o n matters of joint interest. B y 
r e a d i n g a n d r e s p o n d i n g i n w r i t i n g to each other, class m e m b e r s d e f i n e d mat-
ters of i m p o r t a n c e to t h e m ; p o s e d a n d s o l v e d p r o b l e m s ; a n d theor ized about 
e p i s t e m o l o g y , pract ice , a n d p o l i c y . T h i s interact ive e n v i r o n m e n t i n v o l v i n g 
jo int p a r t i c i p a t i o n w i t h a c o m m u n i t y of s u p p o r t i v e a n d interested col leagues 
(Rose & M c C l a f f e r t y , 2001) a n d benef i t ing f r o m a p e r m a n e n t d i s c u s s i o n record 
a n d the l u x u r y of c o m p o s i t i o n t ime ( H a r a s i m et a l . , 1995) n u d g e d par t i c ipants 
t o w a r d e p i s t e m i c usage of text (Wel l s , 1990). W e l l s defines epis temic engage-
m e n t w i t h w r i t t e n text as 
a tentative and provisional attempt on the part of the writer to capture his or 
her current understanding in an external form so that it may provoke further at-
tempts at understanding as the writer or some other reader interrogates the 
text in order to interpret its meaning, (p. 373) 
S u c h ep is temic l i teracy y i e l d s w h a t w e also recognize as h i g h e r - o r d e r t h i n k i n g : 
ana lys i s , synthes is , in terpre ta t ion , a n d e v a l u a t i o n . 
W e l l s (1990) p o i n t s out that most e d u c a t i o n a l r e a d i n g ac t iv i ty is d e v o t e d to 
l o w - l e v e l p e r f o r m a t i v e , f u n c t i o n a l , a n d i n f o r m a t i o n a l m o d e s of e n g a g e m e n t — 
w h a t he cal ls a n " i m p o v e r i s h e d m o d e l of l i t e r a c y " (p. 386). W e can speculate 
that it is prec i se ly because these l o w - l e v e l forms of r e a d i n g p e r f o r m a d i s c i p l i n -
i n g f u n c t i o n that s tudents are p r o v i d e d o n l y this l i m i t e d i n i t i a t i o n to l i teracy 
a n d literate t h i n k i n g . L e m k e (1989) has a r g u e d that it is t h r o u g h w r i t i n g , not 
r e a d i n g , that i n d i v i d u a l s can come to use w r i t t e n language to a c c o m p l i s h their 
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o w n goals : " i t is the e x p l i c i t m e a n i n g - c o n s t r u c t i n g sk i l l s of writing a lone that 
enable us to be t r u l y l i tera te" (p. 296, i tal ics i n or ig ina l ) . H e expla ins that 
w r i t i n g is a f o r m of soc ia l ac t ion that " h o w e v e r m i n u t e l y or loca l ly , tends to 
reconst i tute a n d m a y also act to alter the socia l o rder of the c o m m u n i t y " (p. 
301). 
Essent ia l ly , this o n l i n e course p r o v i d e d a context for epis temic engagement 
i n text that class m e m b e r s were e m p o w e r e d to construct jo in t ly o n themes of 
i m p o r t a n c e to t h e m i n their l ives a n d teaching practice. T h i s o utc o me seems 
h i g h l y c o n g r u e n t w i t h the a ims m o s t w o u l d h o l d for the k i n d of l e a r n i n g 
a p p r o p r i a t e i n a graduate p r o g r a m (Rose & M c C l a f f e r t y , 2001). 
Conclusion 
T h e f i n d i n g s f r o m this s t u d y relate to the i n i t i a l quest ions about h o w the 
qual i t i es of o n l i n e d i scourse m i g h t p r o m o t e h i g h e r - o r d e r t h i n k i n g a n d socia l 
c o n s t r u c t i o n of m e a n i n g . I argue that t h r o u g h interact ive o n l i n e w r i t i n g , par -
t ic ipants h a d the o p p o r t u n i t y to reflect o n a n d jo in t ly construct pract ice-
re levant themes that became elaborated a n d extended t h r o u g h o u t the w h o l e 
course . I theor ize that deeper levels of u n d e r s t a n d i n g m a y have been achieved 
i n par t because of the nature of on l ine w r i t t e n d iscourse as c o m p a r e d w i t h o r a l 
d i scourse or other f o r m s of w r i t i n g . The f o r m a l nature of w r i t t e n c o m m u n i c a -
t i o n leads to greater e m p h a s i s o n f i n d i n g precise t e r m i n o l o g y a n d p h r a s i n g to 
c o n v e y a n idea ( H o n e y c u t t , 2001; Yates, 1996). The permanence of p r i n t a n d the 
ex tended t ime f rame a l l o w e d b y the a s y n c h r o n o u s m e d i u m p e r m i t t e d s tudents 
to l o o k back, reflect, c o m p o s e , a n d revise ( H a r a s i m et a l . , 1995). B y d e v o t i n g 
extra t ime to t h i n k i n g , r e a d i n g , a n d w r i t i n g , a n d b y h o l d i n g h i g h e r expecta-
t ions for the c la r i ty a n d coherence of their contr ibut ions , s tudents engaged i n 
m o r e h i g h e r - o r d e r t h i n k i n g a n d thus potent ia l ly c o u l d achieve deeper u n d e r -
s t a n d i n g s . 
W i t h respect to the ques t ion of h o w class m e m b e r s d i s c u r s i v e l y negot iated 
a n d cons t ruc ted m e a n i n g , I f o u n d that s tudents d r e w o n their o w n persona l 
a n d p r o f e s s i o n a l experiences to persuade others a n d to shape g r o u p d i s c u s -
s i o n . T h e y i n c o r p o r a t e d other par t i c ipants ' responses i n their subsequent self-
ref lect ions o n their o w n c la ims . These f i n d i n g s l e n d s u p p o r t to c l a i m s b y the 
p ioneers of o n l i n e e d u c a t i o n l ike H i l t z , H a r a s i m , and T u r o f f about the u n i q u e 
p o t e n t i a l of o n l i n e d i scuss ion-based courses to s u p p l a n t t ransmiss ion-based 
approaches i n dis tance e d u c a t i o n a n d to create co l laborat ive l e a r n i n g e n v i r o n -
ments i n h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n that enhance t h i n k i n g ( H a r a s i m , 1990; H a r a s i m et 
a l . , 1995; H i l t z , 1986). A s others have p o i n t e d out, o n l i n e d i s c u s s i o n takes place 
t h r o u g h the m e d i u m of interact ive w r i t i n g , a n d the d i s c u r s i v e characteristics of 
this m e d i u m m a y be p a r t i c u l a r l y w e l l sui ted to co l laborat ive c o n s t r u c t i o n of 
m e a n i n g a n d the fac i l i ta t ion of h i g h e r - o r d e r t h i n k i n g ( B a n g e r t - D r o w n s , 1997; 
Fer rara et a l . , 1991; H a r a s i m , 1990, 1993; K a n u k a & A n d e r s o n , 1998; L a p a d a t , 
2002, 2003; Schal ler t et a l . , 1999; Stacey, 1999; W h i t t l e et a l . , 2000). 
L i m i t a t i o n s of these data , as w e l l as f i n d i n g s f r o m the s t u d y , p o i n t to 
i m p o r t a n t areas for further inves t iga t ion . T h i s analys is is based o n one on l ine 
course at the graduate leve l into w h i c h students m a y h a v e selected themselves . 
A l t h o u g h the s m a l l n u m b e r of par t i c ipants faci l i tated m y close o b s e r v a t i o n 
a n d the t r a c i n g of d i s c u r s i v e patterns s u c h as cohesive ties be tween messages, 
it w o u l d be v a l u a b l e to a n a l y z e the d iscourse of other text-based interact ive 
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o n l i n e s e m i n a r s to d i s c o v e r if s i m i l a r patterns appear a n d to e luc idate the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s b e t w e e n course d e s i g n , ins t ruc t iona l strategies, g r o u p d y n a m i c s , 
a n d the s o c i o c o g n i t i v e characterist ics of the d i s c u s s i o n . F i n a l l y , m y p r e l i m i -
n a r y f i n d i n g s about the o n l i n e c o m m u n i t y a n d its p a r t i c i p a t i o n structure, the 
qual i t i es of the o n l i n e d iscourse , the ora l - l ike a n d w r i t t e n - l i k e characteristics of 
the d i s c o u r s e , a n d the speci f ic aspects of the discourse that p r o m o t e h i g h e r -
o r d e r t h i n k i n g w a r r a n t fur ther systematic inves t iga t ion u s i n g d iscourse a n a l y -
sis m e t h o d o l o g i e s . 
Notes 
1. Co-authored by Judith C . Lapadat and Peter Thompson, 1997. 
2. Designed by Stan B e e l e r , U N B C , 1997. 
3. In these excerpts I have retained the exact spelling, grammar, fonts, and so on as used by the 
participants. However , where students have used direct quotations from texts but failed to 
reference them, I have attempted to insert the correct references after the fact. 
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E l a i n e Feb 3 21:16:04 1998 
S U B J E C T : W e e k 4 E m p i r i c a l s tudies 
Sub T o p i c : Sorters/ J u d y ' s presenta t ion 886569364 
<P>Message : 
H i Professor ! I a m e n j o y i n g the d i s c u s s i o n f o r u m . N o t o n l y are teachers v i a 
m a r k s sorters b u t the present set u p i n the e d u c a t i o n sorts s tudents . I d o n ' t 
be l ieve there is e q u a l access to e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i t i e s . I h a v e felt this w a y i n 
regards to o p p o r t u n i t i e s for o u r a b o r o g i n i a l s tudents for some t ime but the 
other d a y it r e a l l y s t ruck h o m e . Some of m y p r e v i o u s E .S .L . s tudents p a i d m e a 
v i s i t the other d a y . 4 of these students m a d e the h o n o r r o l l a n d were just i f iable 
p r o u d . T h e r e w e r e also quite concerned about one of their a b o r o g i n a l f r iends , 
also a f o r m e r s tudent of m i n e . These students f o r m e d a s t u d y g r o u p a n d J.R. 
a l w a y s j o i n e d t h e m . J.R. n e v e r misses school a n d a l t h o u g h he passed a l l of his 
a c a d e m i c courses , he fa i l ed a l l of h i s électives. W h y ? H e d i d not have the 
m o n e y that w a s n e e d e d to b u y mater ia l , p i n s a n d thread for his s e w i n g project. 
H e d i d not h a v e the m o n e y n e e d e d to b u y the w o o d for his w o o d w o r k i n g 
project. H e r e f u s e d to te l l any of the teachers w h y he d i d n ' t have the mater ia ls . 
Instead he t o l d t h e m he forgot a n d s h r u g g e d his s h o u l d e r s as if he felt it w a s 
not i m p o r t a n t . There is a n A b o r o g i n a l Y o u t h C a r e w o r k e r at the h i g h school 
w h o w o u l d h a v e h e l p e d h i m if she h a d k n o w n . H e w a s too p r o u d to tell her. I 
w o n d e r if he w i l l get t h r o u g h h i g h s c h o o l - h o w l o n g w i l l it take before d i s -
c o u r a g e m e n t sets i n . N o b o d y gets J.R. u p for school or sees that he has a l u n c h . 
H i s f r i ends p a c k extra f o o d a n d he is v e r y w i l l i n g , thank G o d , to accept it. J.R. 
is a b e a u t i f u l y o u n g b o y - t h o u g h t f u l a n d k i n d a n d has a l w a y s t r ied h a r d i n 
s c h o o l . H e ' s s t i l l t r y i n g a n d e x p e r i e n c i n g fa i lure . A s J u d y m e n t i o n e d i n her 
art ic le , s o m e s tudents e v e n t u a l l y g ive u p . I h o p e J.R. w o n ' t be one of t h e m . I 
contacted the h i g h s c h o o l a n d w e n t over to vis i t . J.R. n o w is o n a m e a l p r o g r a m . 
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H e just w a n t e d s a n d w i c h e s a n d m i l k so he c o u l d s t i l l eat l u n c h w i t h his v e r y 
c a r i n g f r i ends . H e d i d ask for treats once i n a w h i l e so he c o u l d share t h e m - that 
b r o u g h t a c h u c k l e f r o m us . A l s o he has a l l the mater ia ls for his courses next 
semester. I a m w o r r i e d about h i m , he has so m a n y chal lenges to face i n his 
h o m e life a n d o n top of that the inequal i t ies he faces at school . W e are not o n l y 
s o r t i n g b y m a r k s b u t also s o r t i n g b y e c o n o m i c factors. I d o take encouragement 
f r o m his f r i ends w h o real ize that he does not have the same o p p o r t u n i t i e s as 
they d o a n d d o t ry to p a v e his p a t h s o m e w h a t . W i l l that be e n o u g h to sus ta in 
h i m o v e r the next f e w years? I t h i n k I need to read Rita 's article aga in . It w a s so 
p o s i t i v e ! 
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